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Abstract: 
McBride (2018) worries that researchers increasingly approach information systems (IS) research like a natural 
science whereby they seek to develop general laws “by applying statistical surveys and running laboratory 
experiments”. While it is interesting to liken IS to the hard sciences, the discipline has deep interdisciplinary roots that 
join many ontological, epistemological, and even philosophical understandings of phenomena related to information 
technology (IT). These diverse viewpoints strengthen the discipline. They are healthy and beneficial for a discipline 
that studies rapidly moving, complex phenomena. Rather than turn away from rigorous, statistically intensive 
methods, we propose that IS researchers embrace diversity and adopt an entrepreneurial model of scholarship. By 
employing entrepreneurial mindsets to guide their selection of theories and methods, we believe IS scholars can 
create opportunities to conduct rigorous, relevant work that examines increasingly diverse, complex, and emerging IT-
related phenomena. 
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1 Introduction 
The information systems (IS) discipline revolves around examining how information technologies (IT) are 
developed, are applied to, and shape social contexts (Grover & Lyytinen, 2015). This focus on the 
interaction between IT and social contexts, as Lee (2001) notes, differentiates IS from related computing 
disciplines such as computer science or computer engineering. This focus is important because the 
interplay of IT and social contexts has become more central to understanding the behavior of individuals, 
organizations, and societies. For instance, IT has become part of the fabric of organizations (Zammuto, 
Griffith, Majchrzak, Dougherty, & Faraj, 2007) and has become embedded in the social structure. Absent 
IT, individuals in these contexts cannot fully express their identities or fulfil their assigned roles (Carter and 
Grover 2015). Consequently, our discipline’s most interesting questions rest at the intriguing intersections 
of IT, people, and their social contexts. 
The dynamic nature of IT has influenced IS research which, in turn, has spawned many rich research 
streams that have collectively shaped the discipline (Hirschheim & Klein, 2012). As our discipline has 
evolved, some suggest that the center of the IS discipline has become a “market of ideas” that facilitate 
exchanges between scholars and practitioners (Lyytinen & King, 2004). Lyytinen and King (2004) suggest 
that exchanges in this “market of ideas” have resulted in a cumulative tradition of a salient, robust 
discipline that willingly adapts or increases its plasticity when confronted with new ideas and technologies. 
This view of the IS discipline, which we embrace, has resulted in a dynamic, inclusive, and accepting 
research tradition. 
We believe that studying complex, evolving IT-driven phenomena requires IS researchers to continue to 
embrace diverse epistemological and ontological perspectives. To keep up with changing ITs and their 
externalities, IS researchers leverage surveys, lab experiments, case studies (either positivist or 
interpretivist oriented), econometric analyses, analytics, and multi-method approaches to address 
research questions. In some contexts, researchers have used mixed-method research, which employs 
both positivist and interpretivist epistemological stances, to shed light on new topics of inquiry (Venkatesh, 
Brown, & Bala, 2013).  This pluralism is in the DNA of our discipline since it grew out of the coalescing of 
researchers from behavioral, natural science, and computing disciplines with a shared goal to understand 
how the application of IT affects individuals, organizations, and society (Grover, 2013). 
We can find evidence that the discipline welcomes new perspectives in researchers’ recently infusing 
newer methods, such as computational qualitative and social sequence analysis that capitalize on the 
pervasive digital traces left by technology users, into IS research (Gaskin, Berente, & Lyytinen, 2014; 
Lindberg, Berente, Gaskin, & Lyytinen, 2016). Additionally, we have seen sociomaterial analysis grow in 
popularity, which underscores the intertwinement of social contexts and information technologies 
(Orlikowski & Scott, 2008; Scott & Orlikowski, 2014). The mindset that researchers need diverse methods, 
epistemologies, and ontologies to understand IT-related phenomena has become a defining and important 
strength of the IS discipline. Based on our view of the discipline, we offer a detailed response to McBride’s 
(2018) commentary and suggest directions for how to approach future IS research. 
2 Our Response 
We found McBride’s (2018) arguments thought provoking and stimulating. He pushes IS scholars to 
question current methods and be open to new methods to conduct research, a view that we support.  He 
provides an insightful commentary, which promotes healthy debate and evokes introspective thinking 
about our discipline. 
McBride’s (2018) implicit critique that the discipline may become overly quantitative and rigor-focused has 
merit, but the suggested remedy that we remobilize the discipline as a social humanity, such as dance 
studies, has various problems. We believe that McBride’s work raises the question: should the IS 
discipline cease building on our interdisciplinary foundation and reject some methods? To our thinking, 
and we suspect the founding scholars would agree, the answer to this question is simply “no”. To turn our 
backs on our rich tradition that values many epistemologies and methods would negatively impact the IS 
discipline. 
Consider the implications of McBride’s (2018) remedy: that IS abandon scientific approaches and turn to 
crafting narratives similar to dance studies. Since diversity and plasticity are linchpins of IS research 
(Lyytinen & King, 2004), simply abandoning approaches rooted in the scientific method and quantitative 
methods, which include diverse ontological and epistemological stances, could impede the progress of our 
Communications of the Association for Information Systems 191  
 
Volume 43  10.17705/1CAIS.04311 Paper 11  
 
discipline. Rather than reinvigorating IS, we worry that focusing on a narrow, albeit interesting, 
methodological toolkit would stifle innovation in IS research. We believe the IS discipline has room for 
myriad research approaches, which includes modeling IS as social humanity and mimicking the positive 
attributes of dance studies as McBride suggests. 
Where McBride (2018) argues that quantitative studies, which employ statistical, data-intensive, and 
experimental methods, afford limited opportunities to understand complex social phenomena, we believe 
the opposite. While the social context is complex, it does not mean that one cannot study social 
phenomena with quantitative studies. As an example, the author questions the growing use of lab 
experiments in IS research. He questions the external validity of experiments but frames his argument 
around ecological validity. However, in referent disciplines, such as psychology, methodologists 
established that properly designed experiments could yield externally valid results more than 35 years ago 
(Berkowitz & Donnerstein, 1982). Additionally, pluralism in methods affords different ways of viewing the 
phenomenon and opportunities for exploring novel research topics in rigorous and relevant ways. We view 
quantitative approaches as essential, particularly when triangulated with interpretive and qualitative 
methods, for understanding IT’s implications. Methodological diversity encourages researchers to develop 
and test theories with different ontological underpinnings (Lee, 1991). Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-
methods approaches help researchers to ascertain the validity of abstract observations about socially 
complex IT-related phenomena. Further, when rigorously applied, they help researchers to eliminate 
misconceptions based on “conventional wisdom” and, thus, further advance the IS discipline. 
To fully understand the interplay of IT, people, and social contexts, we contend that the IS discipline must 
leverage our healthy epistemologically and ontologically diverse ecosystem to form agile responses to 
changes in contexts for IT development and use. From the very early stages of the IS discipline’s 
development, Keen (1980) called on IS researchers to build a cumulative tradition. By embracing diversity, 
our discipline’s founding scholars brought academic legitimacy to the discipline. To blindly adhere to 
McBride’s (2018) commentary and reject natural science-focused epistemologies and ontologies, would 
narrow our discipline’s focus and limit our opportunities to build an expansive picture of IT’s implications 
for the future. 
Further, we believe an openness to diverse methods helps IS researchers translate academic inquiry into 
guidelines for practice. Wright, Jensen, and Thatcher (2014), via using a discipline experiment, studied the 
effects of influence tactics employed by cybercriminals in spear-phishing. This research extended our 
theoretical understanding of persuasion and motivation theories while simultaneously providing guidelines 
for cybersecurity departments to defend these attacks. We can see the practical impact of this work in 
online corporate compliance providers, such as LawRoom, that incorporate influence techniques into 
training modules. Eliminating methods that take scientific approaches such as the discipline experiment in 
this study would prove detrimental to translating important theoretical contributions to practical guidelines. 
As we note above, IS has diverse, interdisciplinary, and multi-method roots, such that our discipline 
applies many methods, ontologies, and epistemological stances to understand complex IT-related 
phenomena. Rather than remobilizing the discipline through moving away from our roots, we recommend 
that future research builds on our dynamic, inclusive, accepting scholarly tradition. 
3 Remobilization of the IS Discipline  
To remobilize our discipline, we make three recommendations: 1) adopt an entrepreneurial model of 
scholarship, 2) engage with practice, and 3) double down on the intertwining of the social context and IT.  
3.1 Adopt an Entrepreneurial Model of Scholarship 
We encourage IS researchers to view themselves as entrepreneurs in the knowledge-generation realm. In 
taking this view, we envision academics as operating in the interdisciplinary “knowledge market of ideas”. 
Successful IS researchers must choose which ideas to “chase”. Doing so requires researchers to develop 
an understanding of the need for a “pivot” when evidence and practice suggests that they need new 
directions to answer research questions—particularly wicked questions that result from the interplay 
between IT, people, and the social context. Effectively managing pivots in questions and methods requires 
an entrepreneurial mindset, which encourages researchers to take initiative, consolidate resources, 
manage projects, work autonomously, and be willing to take risks as they pursue new opportunities 
(Shapero & Sokol, 1982). 
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IS researcher’s pivots may require pragmatic tradeoffs between ideas that they are passionate about 
(e.g., likely to create new knowledge) and ideas that are feasible (e.g., publishable). Shapero and Sokol 
(1982) note entrepreneurs constantly make tradeoffs between desirability and feasibility when considering 
opportunities. Grover and Lyytinen’s (2015) suggestion that IS researchers step away from mid-range 
theory and do more “blue ocean” and “data-driven” theorizing reflects the urgent need for IS research to 
balance desirability and feasibility. We believe IS researchers should pursue new avenues to extend and 
create theory, but researchers should recognize institutional norms as well. This tradeoff requires IS 
researchers to exercise entrepreneurial judgment. That is, entrepreneurs may have to tradeoff creativity 
(e.g., desirability) for commercially viability (e.g., feasibility) or vice versa. In essence, an entrepreneur can 
have an abundance of creative ideas that lack importance if they prove too difficult to implement 
effectively. 
In addition, one cannot easily identify which opportunities (research questions) to pursue in a dynamic 
environment due to continuous changes in IT and the social context for use. To keep pace with these 
changes, we need to become more agile in how we think about research: we need to be open to not only 
new research questions but also new methods and epistemologies to address these questions. We also 
need agility, another characteristic of entrepreneurs, because they operate in markets that comprise a 
multitude of ideas germane to complex IT-related phenomena but have limited resources to pursue all 
these ideas. To truly be an IS research entrepreneur, we believe, requires mindfully embracing 
methodological diversity and the discipline’s inclusive research tradition. 
3.2 Engage with Practice 
Selecting new topics and methods requires IS researchers to stay close to practice. Relevant papers offer 
implementable implications, synthesize ideas, stimulate critical thoughts, and adopt a practically oriented 
style and tone (Benbasat & Zmud, 1999). To craft such papers, scholars need to develop a reciprocal 
relationship with practice whereby they study problems in the discipline and contribute to practice. For 
example, we should not merely view the organizations that we collect data from as means to an end but a 
partnership that benefits research and the organization. That is, deep engagement with practice can 
inform researchers about innovative methods and new, rigorous, and relevant research ideas (Durcikova, 
Brooks, Lee, Street, & Brown, Forthcoming). By engaging with practice, IS researchers can identify 
opportunities to conduct research that provides tangible ideas and artifacts to organizations that move 
both practice and research forward. 
Along this line, perhaps IS researchers should focus on developing prescience (Corley & Gioia, 2011). 
Prescience refers to “the process of discerning or anticipating what we need to know and, equally 
important, of influencing the intellectual framing and dialogue about what we need to know” (Corley & 
Gioia, 2011, p. 13). That is, IS researchers should focus on what will be important such that our research 
provides guidance for practice and build theories that explain, predict, and prescribe the implications of IT 
(Gregor, 2006). 
We view engagement with practice as a responsibility of IS researchers. We should put our efforts into not 
only understanding how to deploy and develop IT but also building insight into IT’s broader implications 
(for better or worse). For example, blockchain holds the potential to enable secure and trustworthy 
transactions; yet, scant academic research has examined the infrastructure costs (e.g., electricity) 
required to sustain a global blockchain infrastructure (Beck, Avital, Rossi, & Thatcher, 2017). As a 
discipline, we believe we need to investigate the social issues associated with advancing IT, to 
understand their benefits, and to communicate their consequences to individuals and organizations. 
3.3 Double Down on the Intertwining of the Social Context and IT 
We believe McBride (2018) is right that studying IT and their implications has grown more complex since 
they have become more embedded in and intertwined with organizations and society. The concept of 
digitalization has garnered a tremendous amount of attention from IS researchers. This attention results 
from a growing recognition of IT’s deep penetration into society’s fabric. 
Recent theoretical advances underscore the importance of thinking about the interplay between the social 
context and IT. For example, a novel ontological and philosophical perspective, sociomateriality, 
underscores the intertwinement of technology, the self, and context. Sociomateriality takes an ontological 
leap to assume the inseparability between matter and meaning (Barad 2003; Orlikowski 2010; Orlikowski 
& Scott, 2008). Based on agential realism, it goes beyond representationalism and neither downplays the 
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role of matter nor overplays the role of the human (Barad 2003). Thus, sociomateriality allows researchers 
to underpin the constitutive role of IT in social and organizational practices (Orlikowski & Scott, 2008; 
Scott & Orlikowski, 2014). 
Along with sociomateriality, we believe IS researchers need to actively consider theories and methods that 
let them probe IT’s relationships with individuals and society. For example, recent work on cognition and 
identity has helped to explain the implications of the growing embeddedness of IT in our lives. Interesting 
new insights, such as IT mindfulness (Thatcher, Wright, Sun, Zagenczyk, & Klein, Forthcoming) and IT 
identity (Carter & Grover, 2015), exemplify such contributions to IS research that conceptualize new 
constructs tied to such embeddedness and leverage positive methods to explain their form and 
implications for IT use. In other words, we argue that the qualitative methods found in much 
sociomateriality-focused research and the quantitative methods used in positivist research help the IS 
discipline to generate richer understanding that could reflect the embeddedness of these technologies in 
social contexts. 
Finally, we note that our examples are illustrative and believe that a dialectical discourse among 
researchers committed to different perspectives will push the IS discipline forward. We believe research 
streams that integrate different ontological perspectives to investigate the intertwinement of social 
contexts and IT will open new avenues for IS research and shed light on our rapidly changing world. 
4 Conclusion 
In summary, we appreciate McBride’s (2018) argument and desire to move the IS discipline forward. 
However, we believe moving the discipline forward requires it to embrace a diverse toolkit that includes 
scientific approaches such as experimental design and novel approaches such as dance studies. By 
doing so, we can build on our rich history of leveraging vivid epistemological and ontological diversity to 
push IS research to the edges. In order to truly mobilize our discipline, we must champion diversity and 
adopt an entrepreneurial model of scholarship to guide the research questions and methods we select.  
By doing so, we believe that our work will offer practice a deep understanding on the implications of the 
intertwinement between the social context and IT. 
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